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Praise for A Dream About Lightning Bugs

‘A Dream About Lightning Bugs reads like its author: intelligent, curious, unapologetically punk, and funny as hell. This intimate look at his life from his own unique perspective is a rare and unforgettable gift that does what Ben Folds always has done for me as an artist and a friend: encourages me to be more myself, with a lot of swear words’

Sara Bareilles

‘A masterfully written memoir, and so much more. Folds imbues this literary work with keen insight and humour to create an elegant and moving tribute to art and life itself ’

Daniel Levitin, author of #1 New York Times bestseller This Is Your Brain on Music and The Organized Mind

‘Besides being super talented, and an incredibly poignant and multifaceted musician, Ben Folds is a fantastic author.

I couldn’t put this book down – and not just because I taped it to my hand. Ben takes us into his mind and into his process from the very beginnings of his childhood to where he is today – one of the greatest musicians and writers that has ever graced the art’

Bob Saget

‘I read this in one glorious, giant gulp. As a fan of your work and as a musician, this is truly a gift … moments for me to geek out, moments to laugh and cry and many fragments of pure, hard won wisdom and honesty’

Jamie Cullum

‘I’m gonna learn to read for this’

Josh Groban
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For Emma
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FILE UNDER “MUSIC”

MUSIC FEELS LIKE THE frame on which I’ve hung nearly every recollection, giving me access to large files of childhood memories. Each song, each note, has a memory attached to it. Just a few bars of the saxophone intro of “The Girl Can’t Help It,” by Little Richard, and out of nowhere I can see the towering leg of my father’s gray sweatpants passing. I can almost feel the crusty scar of the radiator burn on my forearm and smell the creosote of asphalt shingles. The song “Puff, the Magic Dragon” brings back the texture of the dirty linoleum floor, the spinning of the colorful label of the 45-rpm record, and the window-lit specks of dust on their journey around my room. These memories are from when I was two years old. That’s a lot of detail to recall from so far back. Either that or I have a good imagination.

I recently asked my mother if it was accurate to say that I was listening to a couple hours of music a day when I was two years old, and she said no. It was more like eight hours—splayed on the floor at my record player, organizing my records into neat stacks and just listening. And I would become an absolute irate little jackass when interrupted. Eight hours, damn. That’s obsessive, but then, some things never change. It’s also a lot of input and stimulation for such a young brain.

I happen to believe that all the music I listened to in my toddler-hood has served as a memory tool of sorts. Maybe it’s why I can accurately describe the floor plan of our house on Winstead Place in Greensboro, North Carolina. Where all the furniture was placed, where the Christmas tree was, which radiator to avoid ever touching again, the jar of salt I would never ever again mistake for sugar, and the small black-and-white TV playing a rocket launch from Cape Kennedy. We left that house in Greensboro when I was three. In fact, we moved nearly every year of my childhood and I can tell you these sorts of things about each house we lived in.

Neurologists and music therapists are increasingly convinced of the effect of music on the brain. A music therapist friend of mine likes to say that “Music lights up the brain like a Christmas tree.” She’s referring to the large regions of brain scans that light up when stimulated by music. Other important functions, like speech, activate far smaller areas. In fact, there is an observable physical difference between a musician’s brain and everyone else’s. Here, I googled this for you, so you wouldn’t think I was crazy.

Using a voxel-by-voxel morphometric technique, [neuroscientists have] found gray matter volume differences in motor, auditory, and visual-spatial brain regions when comparing professional musicians . . . with a matched group of amateur musicians and non-musicians.

—From “Brain Structures Differ between Musicians and Non-Musicians,” Christian Gaser and Gottfried Schlaug, Journal of Neuroscience, October 8, 2003

But neuroscience is not my area of expertise, and this is not a book of science or facts. This is a book about what I know. Or what I think I know. It’s about music and how it has framed and informed my life, and vice versa. About the stumbles, falls, and other brilliant strokes of luck that brought me here.



A DREAM ABOUT LIGHTNING BUGS

HERE’S A DREAM I had when I was three years old. It’s the first dream I can remember. It was set in one of those humid Southern dusks I knew as a kid. The kind of night where I’d look forward to the underside of the pillow cooling off, so I could turn it over and get something fresher to rest my head on for a good minute or so. The old folks described this sort of weather as “close.” In my dream, a group of kids and I were playing in the backyard of my family’s home in Greensboro, North Carolina. Fireflies—“lightnin’ bugs,” as the same old folks called them—lit up in a dazzling succession and sparkled around the backyard. Somehow, I was the only one who could see these lightnin’ bugs, but if I pointed them out, or caught them in a jar, then the others got to see them too. And it made them happy.

This was one of those movie-like dreams and I recall one broad, out-of-body shot panning past a silhouetted herd of children, with me out in front. There was joyous laughter and a burnt sienna sky dotted with flickering insects that no one else could see until I showed them. And I remember another, tighter shot of children’s faces lighting up as I handed them glowing jars with fireflies I’d captured for them. I felt needed and talented at something.

Now, this dream wasn’t any kind of revelation. Hell, I was barely three years old. And although it’s stuck with me all these years, I’ve never taken it to be a message from above that I’m a chosen prophet, or Joseph from Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. However, a half century later, it’s obvious to me that the dream reflects the way I see artistry and the role of an artist. At its most basic, making art is about following what’s luminous to you and putting it in a jar, to share with others.

Here you go. A melody. See? I found it. It’s always been right there. That’s why it’s so familiar. Maybe it was in the rhythm of the washing machine, the awkward pause in a conversation, or the random collision of two radio stations blasting from two different cars and how it reminded you of your parents trying to be heard over one another. Remove a note, one flicker, and it’s the sound of the door closing for the last time and her footsteps fading into the first silence in forever. But wait . . . nope, the silence wasn’t really silence after all. You just weren’t paying attention. There’s always sound beneath the sound you hear. Or something else to see when your eyes adjust. It turns out there was also the sound of children playing outside your window and, below that, the buzz of a ceiling fan. That’s a sound you’d overlooked before, but now it’s all you can hear. We all see different flickers in a busy sky.

That’s where the melodies live. What do you notice that glows beneath the silence? Can that glow be bottled, or framed? From time to time, we all catch a split-second glance of a stranger in a storefront window before realizing it’s our own reflection. A songwriter’s job is to see that guy, not the one posing straight on in the bathroom mirror.

As we speed past moments in a day, we want to give form to what we feel, what was obvious but got lost in the shuffle. We want to know that someone else noticed that shape we suspected was hovering just beyond our periphery. And we want that shape, that flicker of shared life experience, captured in a bottle, playing up on a big screen, gracing our living room wall, or singing to us from a speaker. It reminds us where we have been, what we have felt, who we are, and why we are here.

We all see something blinking in the sky at some point, but it’s a damn lot of work to put it in the bottle. Maybe that’s why only some of us become artists. Because we’re obsessive enough, idealistic enough, disciplined enough, or childish enough to wade through whatever is necessary, dedicating life to the search for these elusive flickers, above all else. Who knows where this drive comes from? Some artists, I suppose, were simply cultivated to be artists. Some crave recognition, while others seek relief from pain or an escape from something unbearable. Many just have a knack for making art. But I’d like to think that most artists have had some kind of dream beneath the drive, whether they remember it or not.

I’m amazed when someone sees the sculpture inside a rock while the rest of us just see a rock. I say “hell yes” to the architects who imagine the spaces we will one day live in. And a round of applause for the stylist who sees what hair to cut to make me look respectable for a couple of weeks. I bow low and fast in the direction of those who paint amazing things on the ceilings of chapels, make life-changing movies, or deliver a stand-up routine that recognizes the humor in the mundane. What all those artists have in common is that they point out things that were always there, always dotting the sky. Now we can take it in and live what we missed.

My dream about lightning bugs still fills me with the same pride and sense of purpose as it did when I was three. It reminds me that my job is to see what’s blinking out of the darkness and to sharpen the skill required to put it in a jar for others to see. Those long hours of practice, the boring scales, the wading through melodies that are dead behind the eyes in search of the ones with heartbeats. And all that demoralizing failure along the way. The criticism from within, and from others, and all the unglamorous stuff that goes along with the mastering of a craft. It’s all for that one moment of seeing a jar light up a face.

And, sure, sometimes someone tells me I’m great or stuffs a dollar into my G-string. I can’t say it’s not about me sometimes too. I’ve done well. But that’s not really what drives me. That’s not what it’s really all about. It’s not about immortality either. I accept that one day, my music will be gone forever. So will the Sistine Chapel, Bruce Lee movies, and all the silly arts and crafts my aunt ever bought. Gone with the wind. Making songs is something I do here and now. Because light captured is just a moment, a flicker. Like any musical performance, it’s not repeatable, but there is always another. As each of my thousands of gigs has let out, the crowds have gone their separate ways. The lid opens, the sun comes up, and the lightning bugs disappear into the light of day. Invisible again. Well after I’m gone, some kid will be chasing the flickering lights through the backyard in his dreams, joy at his heels.



WATCH ME EAT THIS SANDWICH

“Benjamin, how old are you?”

“I’m six! How old are you, Papa?”

“I’m twenty-six. Now, watch me eat this sandwich!”

DEAN FOLDS, MY FATHER, was, and is, a chronic smart-ass. A carpenter, contractor, and building inspector a good seventy hours a week, the poor guy just didn’t have time to watch me do every little thing under the sun. And I was a persistent and downright obsessive little shit. Anything I did or set my mind to, I wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop, and it consumed the entire house. My brother, Chuck, wasn’t like this, luckily for my parents. My relentless nature was a problem that neither reason nor punishment was able to solve. Putting the brakes on my focus or interrupting me would come at the expense of that night’s sleep, for everyone. I was one of those children.

Papa discovered I could be neutralized by absurdity, frozen in my tracks by distraction with something out of left field. Absurdity comes naturally to Dean Folds, who has an endless supply of crazy shit up his sleeve for any occasion. Before I could ask him to watch me stand on my toes, he’d hit me with, “Benjamin! Come here! Watch me take the trash out!” or “Mr. Ben! Mr. Ben! Come in here and watch this! Watch me brush my teeth!”
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Dean Folds, my father, 1967



Who wants to watch anyone doing all that stuff? What a needy bastard! I thought, and just went somewhere else.

One evening I had cut Papa off at the pass in the hall as he was making his daily beeline from the pickup truck to the bedroom, still in his paint-streaked, muddy work clothes.

“Look at this!” I said, extending a sculpture of a face I’d made with Play-Doh, as far into the heavens toward his six-foot-two-ness as I could manage.

He leaned over to study it for a moment. Then he took my creation into his giant hands and stood back up, far away, close to the ceiling where the air was thinner, and began picking bits of it apart. He reconstructed its innocent smile into an evil one, with sharp jagged teeth and beady eyes. He took our frightening collaboration into my bedroom and placed it on a chair in the middle of the room. Then he turned the light out.

“He comes alive in the dark,” Papa said, and disappeared into the bathroom.

Satanic Play-Doh man stood between me and the bedroom lamp, so I paced outside of my dark bedroom, trying to figure out how I’d ever get the light back on without being eaten.

Chuck came into the world when I was two but I don’t remember my brother’s arrival somehow. I was completely lost in my own world, where I remained for most of my childhood. And poor Chuck had no idea what he’d gotten himself into when he joined the family. Our entire youth was marked by my obsessions and my projects, scattered around the house. From my constant loud record-playing to my incessant piano-pounding later in grade school. Oh, and God help them all when I eventually got some drums. Not just because of the noise, but because I also would take them completely apart in our small house, leaving everyone to step over rims, lugs, and drumheads. Sadly, our parents were too busy to come to Chuck’s defense and too tired to deal with me. When Chuck and I shared a room, it wasn’t quite what you’d call “shared space.” Chuck had to hide in a corner or go outside to get some peace.

My grandmother thought spending eight hours at the record player was pretty odd and sprang for a child psychologist when I was three. After the good doctor sat with me for an hour, he confirmed that I was slow and should be kept behind a year or two in school. But when my grandmother asked about the examination, Mama said, “It went great!” She even went a step further and insisted that the doc said I was ahead for my age, which of course left my grandmother scratching her head.

Mama, whose given name is Scotty, decided to ignore the shrink and allowed me to continue my full-time listening. She probably didn’t have a choice anyway—I wasn’t going to be stopped. She and I both remember nights when she would rush me from my room to the sofa in the living room at one in the morning to try and calm me down. I was quite the night screamer. She’d cover my mouth with her hand and rock me on her lap, whispering loudly, “Shhhh, Papa’s been working all day and needs to sleep! Shhhhhh!”

I think that visit to the psychologist is what prompted Mama to start reading to me every night, something she did regularly for a few years. I became just as interested in reading Greek mythology, memorizing and organizing the gods and the mortal characters, as I was in sorting my 45-rpm records. It’s like the way some little boys memorize all the Pokémon characters. Soon I loved astronomy and took a shine to all things atomic. The table of elements was catnip for an obsessive little boy who liked lists and numbers. A few years later, Mama doubled down on her objection to the doctor’s prognosis, starting me in first grade a year early. I was the youngest one in the class. My hyper-focus and inability to deal with interruption, along with a variety of other odd behaviors, might have easily been seen as a sign of something to worry about. But my parents never made me feel there was anything wrong with me.

Mama herself had an artistic streak, which didn’t fit neatly in a world of the Southern working class and the filthy-mouthed construction workers who often featured in our lives. She became a defense attorney of sorts for my creative leanings, exposing me to music, taking me to youth orchestra, and validating artistic interests that might otherwise have been deemed frivolous in a workingman’s house. Because in the 1970s, in the blue-collar South, “artsy” things would normally have been written off as being “for queers.” She recognized that I had art in my bones and I think that’s why she defied the child psychologist. It was in defense of creativity. She saw my flunking of the doctor’s test as proof of my imagination. I reminded her of herself.

My mother wasn’t a stage mom or anything, though. I don’t remember my parents ever telling me to practice. When I began piano and drums in fourth grade, I became my own taskmaster. My parents bent in the wind like reeds as I terrorized the household with painfully long sessions of repeated phrases at the piano or snare drum. And I had horrible temper tantrums when I felt I wasn’t getting it right. Breaking of furniture, thrown sticks, shredded music.

I’m not aware of anyone else in my family who played music seriously. Well, there was my aunt Sharon, who I hardly viewed as a musician at all. In my young unearned snobbery, I wrote her off. But actually she’d majored in music. I thought she had an awful warble of a voice and a rushing brutish tone on the piano, and I distanced myself from her as I learned music. The feeling turned out to be mutual. When I began playing piano and making up songs, Aunt Sharon told me my music was noise pollution and that I didn’t need to bother writing songs, because “no good music has been made since the nineteenth century.” We had forgotten the art of composition long ago, she said, and a piano-pounding nine-year-old wasn’t going to be the one to revive it. Despite all this, I should mention that she did show me how to notate one of my songs and she explained what a key center was, and that was certainly something. A big something. She also spent a lot of her life documenting shape-note singing in the Appalachians, so hey there, young Ben—chill about this woman. She’s your aunt, for Christ’s sake. And she made a difference. And then there was my uncle Jim, who had a knack for music and had learned a few Leon Russell piano riffs by ear. He never had lessons or training, but it was helpful to see an adult enjoying music. He also took great interest in the songs I wrote when I was just a kid, and that went a long way.
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My mother, Scotty Folds, 1967



Mama was, and is, a talented visual artist but never a lover of the spotlight. Around the time I was in kindergarten, she put some of her stuff in local art contests and won. She began to get a lot of interest in her work, which was very exciting. At least Papa thought so, and he started planning how they could make a business of selling her art. Imagine that! Art putting food on the table! Right up there with honest work! But upon being offered money for her watercolor paintings, she quit making art altogether. She didn’t make another piece that I’m aware of for at least three decades. She recently returned to her art, but she sticks to markers on a dry-erase board. Wax on, wax off. She drags an eraser over it when she’s done, and it’s gone.
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Chuck on the left. Me on the right, putting a record on my doggie-themed turntable, 1972.





ERASE AND REWIND

I NEVER MET EITHER one of my grandfathers, but both my grandmothers were a strong presence in my life. They were each widowed very young, so Mama and Papa had single working mothers and tragic fathers in common. My grandmother on my father’s side was Emma, and to my brother and me, she was Ma-Maw. Ma-Maw looked a lot like Loretta Lynn. She wore a different-color wig each day, piled high like Marge Simpson’s. She had a massive boob job in her fifties, took disco lessons, and taught me “the Hustle”—a popular 1970s’ disco dance that had its own song. Or maybe it was the other way around. She and her second husband, Rocky, lived in an apartment, and for a few years, in a trailer park. That was my favorite. Their double-wide trailer had mirrors on each interior wall to make it look bigger. It made four people look like sixteen, which is why it was my favorite.

Back in the 1940s, a fifteen-year-old Ma-Maw married my biological grandfather, Glenn Folds. He was, by most accounts, good-looking and extremely charming. Glenn was a traveling John Deere tractor salesman from the metropolis of Martinsville, Virginia, who, at thirty-five years old, swept teenaged Ma-Maw off her hillbilly feet, rescuing her from a life in a poor coal-mining town in West Virginia. And, yes, it all sounds quite romantic, up until the part where Glenn turns out to be a mentally ill child abuser.

When Papa was a young boy, Glenn used to say some scary shit to him at bedtime, like, “Tonight’s the night. I’m going to take us all to see Jesus.” And then he just sat by the bed with a knife, or a gun, staring. He often told Ma-Maw that after taking the kids to “see Jesus” he would turn the barrel next on her and then himself. It would be awesome. They would all be together in heaven.

I heard these stories straight from Ma-Maw. When I was in college, I decided to drop by her place with a notebook and interview her about Glenn, because his name was never uttered in our house and I wanted to know more about him. She was surprisingly open about it all, recounting some really incredible, funny, and tragic stories. Over the course of our all-day interview, my perception of Ma-Maw, and time itself, shifted. She became a young lady for whom many days and years had passed. I’d always thought grandmothers were born old. It was one of those rare times when the past suddenly seemed present.

Ma-Maw seemed very comfortable with her humble beginnings, her class, and who she’d decided to become. She apologized to no one for her daily wigs or her fake boobs. She didn’t try to pretend it was her real hair and her real body. She owned it. She always reminded me of Dolly Parton that way, never making a secret of the “work” she’d had done.

Ma-Maw felt that my father survived the ordeal of his abusive upbringing with his mind intact in part because Glenn mercifully disappeared for months on end, landing in jail in one state or another—once for beating up five cops on the side of a highway. His absence was a respite, a break from the abuse. But it also left Ma-Maw a struggling single working mother. One morning, while Ma-Maw was busy working overtime at a drugstore, my father was accidentally shot with a .22 rifle while camping with friends and nearly died. He was fifteen years old. The local Greensboro newspaper, assuming he would be dead by time of printing, prematurely ran my father’s obituary, making Papa one of the few who could quote Mark Twain, “The rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” and not be joking.

The doctor, who had come straight from treating wounded soldiers in the jungles of Vietnam, said that three-quarters of Papa’s lungs would need to be removed in the morning, barring some kind of miracle. So Ma-Maw, who was quite creative, sat at Papa’s hospital bed the whole night, prompting him to visualize little ants crawling into his lungs, taking the infection out piece by piece. All night, Papa dreamed of the ants taking out the bad and bringing in the good. By morning, his condition improved enough to avoid lung removal. Papa believes he was healed by creative visualization, the power of the mind. Ma-Maw, who later converted to Mormonism, changed her story a little, and would later chalk it up to the power of Jesus.

As a teenager, Papa worked to distance himself from his father, who would often drop into his life at school or work and embarrass him somehow. Much later, when I was six, Glenn appeared at our house unannounced. I was asleep, so I missed it, but it seems Glenn made a move on my mother (!) when Papa left them alone for five minutes to go to the bathroom. Papa threw him out and told him that if he came around again, he would kill him. Dean Folds is pretty dry, matter-of-fact, and convincing without ever raising his voice. Not long after that incident, Glenn Folds hanged himself in a motel. Papa didn’t attend the funeral, taking us instead to play Putt-Putt across from the mall.

My grandmother on my mother’s side was Lois. My brother and I called her Grammy. Her first husband, Charles Kellam, my grandfather, was in the furniture business in High Point, North Carolina. A former North Carolina statewide high school wrestling champion standing five foot five, my grandfather is remembered for performing handstands on two Coke bottles—with his thumbs. I’m happy to remember him this way too, but I’m not sure I believe it. Sadly, Charles was a chronic alcoholic and died of liver complications at forty years old, just before my mother was born, leaving Lois to raise two girls alone.

With her reddish wavy hair and her dark skin tone, Lois claimed to be part Cherokee. Having grown up dirt poor in Missouri, before the Great Depression, Lois, ashamed of her beginnings, always struggled to rewrite her story, even awkwardly affecting the mannerisms of wealth. After Lois’s death, my aunt Sharon got heavily into researching our ancestry and confirmed that Lois’s father was actually of African descent, with no trace of Cherokee. Lois spent her life covering her redneck past and her mixed racial heritage. She chose to forget that her parents dropped her alone off at an orphanage while her brothers and sisters grew up at home. And she, in turn, did the same to my mother and her sister.

Mama was six years old. I always imagined that this dropping off was meant to be temporary, a way to get some space to restart Lois’s life after her husband’s death. Only, the months turned into years. Mama always called it a “boarding school,” the way her mother had chosen to characterize it, but Papa would always correct that. “It was an orphanage, Scotty.” It certainly was not a prep school in Connecticut full of rich kids. Photographs of Mama’s orphanage, with its shacks on a lawn of trampled brown grass, were stored in a box along with other photos from the same era, of Lois taking flying lessons with a gaggle of wealthy male suitors. Her children safely installed in “boarding school,” Lois eventually remarried, and Mama and Aunt Sharon returned to living at home at the end of high school.

Chuck and I were never dropped off at an orphanage. We were never beaten or threatened in bed with a knife, never left in the woods with guns. Those histories weren’t mine. They were my parents’ and their parents’ histories. They might have been mine too if Mama and Papa hadn’t each done such an impressive reset. They acknowledged their past, forgave it, perhaps learned from it, but they didn’t try and rewrite it. They created a safe space, a clean slate, to bring up two kids.

With this clean slate came a naïveté, a lack of form and formality, and a sort of all-around skepticism of convention that defined my up-bringing. Rules, routines, and rituals were out the window. A family walk could mean hopping over fences with DO NOT ENTER signs. Mama would often allow me to be late to school if my favorite song was about to play on the radio. On the rare times we all ate together, there was no set dinnertime. I can imagine this sort of upbringing wouldn’t work for everyone. Some need borders and conventions more than others. And not everyone is a fan of improvisation.

As a result of my unusual upbringing, I was sent home from school many times for disregarding the rules, and the teachers seemed as frustrated with my parents as they were with me. But my parents did teach me to be a hard worker and to be polite, in a “do unto others” sort of way. My manners are pretty old school sometimes. To this day, I always rise to greet company, open doors for others in public, smile at and acknowledge everyone. “Please,” “thank you,” and a lot of “yes, ma’am” and “yes, sir” from a bygone Southern era, peppered with lots of “shits” and “fucks.” I’ve always been an odd combination of polite, irreverent, hardworking, and utterly undisciplined.

My parents’ era didn’t make a high art out of child-raising like we do today. And Mama and Papa were barely twenty when I came along, still children themselves, so they were just winging it.

What the hell is this thing? A boy? Okay, put him in a cardboard box and let’s do this!

Mama now seems mildly horrified by the photograph of the cardboard box that served as a cradle when I was an infant. I don’t care, though. Why not? Cardboard is light, cheap, and disposable, like a cradle should be. Because babies aren’t babies for long, and they don’t know the difference anyway. Put a pillow up in that shit and your baby will sleep like . . . well, a baby. Anyway, I’ve included that photograph in the book for fun.

For equal and fair treatment, I’ve thrown in a nice shot of my father taking me for a drive when I was four months old. I was placed in catapult position in the front seat of a doorless convertible Jeep, with no seatbelts. Papa, driving, and my uncle Jim in the back seat, as they were off to play tennis. Papa admits there was also a six-pack of Budweiser beer in the paper bag in the back seat. At least there was a nice hard-plastic baby car seat for me. Still, no straps or seatbelt attachments, no door.

Cardboard boxes were a big part of childhood. We moved so often that we never got around to unpacking all the boxes before moving to the next place. All of this moving was part of my parents’ livelihood. Besides their multiple day jobs, they built houses where we would live temporarily until some kind of tax period passed, at which time they could be sold for a profit. And the moves themselves were as informal as the rest of our life. I remember blankets being thrown over a desk, so we could move the desk and all its surface contents at once. Sometimes it’s just more efficient to leave everything on top of the furniture and go. When we got to the new house, we removed the blankets and straightened the pencils, stapler, and the coffee cups. If something broke, we threw it away.

My family was constantly in motion, writing our own rules, while the surrounding neighbors, both the new ones and the ones we left behind, seemed permanently fixed. Fixed to their houses, their schedules, their churches, for generations past and to come. At least that was my perception. Their lives were writ on rock tablets, like in the cheesy paintings of Moses on their living room walls. Our life was more like Mama’s dry-erase board.
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Cardboard cradle
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Uncle Jimmy, Ben, Papa, 1966





A WORKING-CLASS TOURIST IS SOMETHING TO BE

WINSTON-SALEM, NORTH CAROLINA, WHERE I spent most of my childhood, boasted as wide a spectrum of social class as anyplace in America in the 1970s. From the lower class right up to the top with everything in between. For a variety of reasons, I experienced them all, living, studying, and working my way through the whole spectrum.

We bounced from working-class to middle-class neighborhoods as we moved to a new house each year. I attended a thoroughly racially integrated school at the peak of Southern desegregation in the 1970s. And my time in youth orchestra and accelerated classes meant mixing with proper wealthy kids. In fact, Winston-Salem had an actual Old Money� set, the kind that only really exists in select places in the South and cities in the northeast like New York or Boston, the rest of the country being too new for that. Winston-Salem was home to R. J. Reynolds Tobacco, purveyors of all things nicotine. That’s where Winston cigarettes, Salem cigarettes, and Camels come from. Hanes underwear, Krispy Kreme, and more industry than you could shake a hauserstick at started in Winston-Salem. Back in the 1920s, Winston-Salem was even chosen as the site for the prototype of the Empire State Building, the more diminutive Reynolds Building. All this industry meant that Winston-Salem was also home to a lot of factory workers. “Millionaires and mill rats” living “side by side,” as my song “Jackson Cannery” goes (from Ben Folds Five, 1995).

Darting around all these social classes, I did a lot of observing. I now think of myself as a social-class tourist—learning a little about each, but never quite at home in any of them. One day I was the nervous poor kid who didn’t know which was the salad fork, the next I was worried I’d get beat up for talking too fancy around the country kids. Little habits and words from one class rubbed off on me, giving it away that I didn’t belong to the other. I came to see being a part of any class, like any club, as being trapped. And I liked to roam. My family never traveled geographically outside of North Carolina, but I felt like a world traveler. Laugh all you want at their Hawaiian shirts and high black socks, but a tourist gets to appreciate and enjoy all the things the locals take for granted. And it can be a little lonely, but such is the perspective of a songwriter, and this kind of upbringing was excellent training ground.

Yes, my family lived in some redneck neighborhoods, and yes, it’s true that there was a gun in every corner of our house. There were houses with yards stacked with old tires and neighbors who threatened to shoot each other because a dog knocked over their trash. Once, a redneck neighbor put a tiny pocket pistol against another redneck neighbor’s forehead and actually pulled the trigger. But it didn’t penetrate the skull. It just left the poor fellow’s face black and blue for six months. I even went to a country dentist whose office was in a cinder-block house on the edge of a pasture. The sounds of mooing cows could be heard outside the window as I looked up at a stained foam-tile ceiling, with country music blasting out of a transistor radio. This old farmer of a dentist filled fourteen cavities in one week after I got my braces off, one after the other with no novocaine or painkillers. I sensed he thought I looked too soft and classy— not quite football player enough.

“Son, you wanna learn how to be a real man?”

“I guess so,” I answered.

“You think you can be a real man?” he drawled as he picked up his drill.

“Yes, sir.” I shifted in the dentist’s chair nervously, sensing I’d just accepted a challenge I wished I hadn’t.

I squirmed, and tears streamed down my face, as he kept drilling into what felt like a bare-naked nerve. It was excruciating, and the sound of the drill matched the sensation a little too perfectly.

•  •  •

But I can’t claim Springsteen-worthy working-class cred no matter how many anecdotes I might offer. Because unlike the legit working-class types I grew up with, I got to peek at the whole class menu. After my parents finished building a nicer house, we’d leave the working-class neighborhood behind and move to a middle-class development across town, where we’d live for a year until selling and starting the cycle all over again. It was hedgerows and foreign cars one year, and stacks of tires and American pickup trucks the next. I never quite got comfortable with the kids in one neighborhood before it was time to move on. And my parents often didn’t get around to learning the names of the neighbors on either side. Papa would give them his own names, like “the Doorslammers” or “that prick across the street.”

It turns out the nice neighborhoods had dog and trash-can disputes just like the redneck ones, but with their own middle-class twist, and minus the guns. A Wake Forest professor neighbor once pulled my father aside to show him a Polaroid. It revealed a blurry shadow of a dog in the night with Satan-like red-eye from the flash and two trash cans on their sides, garbage strewn about. It was definitely our German shepherd, insisted the professor, and he would have no choice but to use his black-belt karate skills on our dog next time this happened. My father laughed aloud at the man, and so Chuck and I joined in. These were the kinds of surreal middle-class suburban scenes that informed so much of my songwriting, and not just on the album entitled Rockin’ the Suburbs.

•  •  •

For me, public schools and desegregation were a great gift. But there are many who grew up in my era in the South, black and white alike, who didn’t have such a positive experience. I recently heard a radio interview with an African American woman around my age who felt the benefit was to the white kids, who got their little taste of diversity at the expense of the black students. For her it wasn’t tourism. She was subject to what she described as a nightmare and felt like a guinea pig. I had never considered that angle, I admit, and it was an eye-opener to hear her speak about it. Just because you’ve blown through like a tourist, who can always go home when it’s no fun anymore, doesn’t mean you’ve experienced the people or the place.

I recall waiting for Papa in a “gun and coin shop” on the outskirts of town, looking at Indian Head pennies, and overhearing actual Klan dudes squinting down barrels and talking about who they’d like to shoot, dropping the N word left and right. But then they’d come over and tell me the history behind the “wheat penny,” give me a piece of candy and even a pat on the head. I was only eight years old—I had no idea how to process this stuff. But at school, while showing my black friend Daryl the rare coin I got at such a shop, I certainly knew better than to tell him where I bought it and what had been said.

I didn’t love every group I encountered. In fact, I’ll be quite happy to never see gun-and-coin dude again. But I learned to stand in other people’s shoes, as much as a child can. It’s hard to view certain people as anything but monsters, yet there’s value in giving it the old college try. By dignifying even the most despicable character as a human being, by offering them what empathy we can manage, we also hold them accountable for their choices. You can’t really convincingly condemn a monster for being a monster. He’s just being the best monster he can be. Sure, it’s easier to make a caricature of someone you don’t want to relate to, but the more lines you can step over, the closer you can get to a subject, the better off you’ll be—and the more complex and effective your songwriting will be. From the filthy rich to the filthy minded, I learned to meet people one at a time. And for that I’m grateful.

•  •  •

Here’s what I take away from facing the folly of class lines, what I learned as a child tourist and later as a songwriter:

Stand in as many pairs of shoes as you can manage, even ones you consider reprehensible or repulsive—even if it’s just for a moment. If you’re going to be a tourist, be a respectful one. Observe, report, imagine, invent, have fun with, but never write “down” to a character or their point of view, because everyone is the most important person in the world—at least to that one person. And if your tourist photographs suck, maybe it’s because you’re too far away from your subjects, seeing them only as props dotting the scenery.

Position yourself upon a bedrock of honesty and self-knowledge, so that your writing comes from your own unique perspective. Know where you stand and what your flaws are. Know thyself. Then you can spin all kinds of shit and all the tall tales you like. It’s art.

Finally, empathy and perspective are everything, and neither should be taken for granted. After all, there’s always someone out there who thinks you’re the monster. Remember that the ground beneath your feet can always shift and that it should always be questioned.

Even the things that seem still are still changing

—From “Still,” Over The Hedge soundtrack, 2004



HALL PASS

WHEN I THINK OF Moore Laboratory School, the experimental public school I attended from first to sixth grade, many smells come to mind. Like this overpowering yeasty bread smell that spilled out from the cafeteria. There was always the lingering of old mop water, and the smell of mimeograph paper, which is something I couldn’t quite describe to anyone who didn’t live in the 1970s. Let’s just say it might be easily confused with the faint essence of barf always present at Moore School.

Many images come to mind too, which I associate with music on the radio at the time, like 10cc’s “The Things We Do for Love,” which played in my head as I wandered the halls. I see lots of louvered windows through which no breeze would pass and in which no fan would fit. I can see the cinder-block walls, top half painted white, bottom painted sky blue, plastered with kiddie art made of colored construction paper. I don’t see chairs and desks, because there were none, aside from the teacher’s desk, or the ones in the library. Instead, I see the hairless nasty green carpet on which we sat, usually cross-legged—“Indian style,” as it was so crassly called back then. Most of our work was done in dry-erasable books and we made our way through them individually at our own pace, as teachers trolled their beats like geniuses at the Apple Store. We flagged them down when we had a question but were otherwise left alone until we were done, at which time a teacher with bad breath knelt down to check off your work. I usually finished well ahead of time and yearned to get up and move before my ass cheeks got any more numb. I would wander to my cubby hole where I kept my stuff—my notebooks, pencils, a tube of glue, and tucked away beneath it all my prized stolen yellow laminated hall pass. With this hall pass I could wander with impunity whenever I got bored. I got bored a lot, and I guess I felt entitled to roam where I pleased.

When I first stole my yellow hall pass, the boys’ room seemed like as good a place as any to loiter. Until one day when I shuffled in alone and nearly stepped in a pile of human doo-doo, curiously showcased on a paper towel in the middle of the green tiled floor, definitely on purpose.

Well, now, that’s different, I thought.

Before I could process this odd bathroom art installation, a very weird child leapt from a dark stall and onto my back, screeching like a wild animal. *Cue seventies’ karate-action-movie music.* We struggled from one side of the boys’ room floor to the other. His mission was clearly to put my face in his fecal art project. There is a lot to avoid while wrestling a pervert in a filthy, tiled grade school bathroom. It was an awkward dance. But fear of eating shit inspires hidden strength, like in those superhuman feats you see in documentaries, where a 90-pound woman bench-presses a car off her sternum to free herself or her trapped child. I sent the pervert crying with a bloody nose and avoided getting brown on mine.

•  •  •

From then on, I would spend my stolen-hall-pass time in the safety of a warm library, manned by a bored adult who didn’t seem to care that I wasn’t in class. The school library had vinyl and headphones in a listening center with stacks of records, even a few rock-and-roll 45s. My favorite was “Ride Captain Ride.” There were also lots of horribly politically incorrect joke books with titles like Nine Hundred and Ninety-Nine Polack Jokes. I shit you not. I wasn’t sure what a Polack was, even though there were kids of Polish descent at our school. These Polacks, whoever they were, sure sounded absurd. There were a good five to ten of those terrible kinds of joke books to choose from. Here’s the only joke I still remember:

“Why did the Polacks bring a bucket of dung to their wedding?”

“To keep the flies off the bride.” Get it?

The seventies . . . jeez.


[image: Image]
Self-portrait from sixth grade



And you know what? I’m still a public school advocate. Because I would hate to see what kind of boring bastard I’d be now had I not been exposed to the rich range of absurdity that was Moore Laboratory School in the 1970s. The insensitive joke books in the school library, the nasty hard carpet, the stealth doo-doo attacks in the bathroom, and a system whose cracks I could slip through with yellow laminated stolen permission.



MEASURE TWICE, CUT ONCE

I WAS IN SECOND grade when I realized I wanted to play piano. While waiting for my ride one day after school, I heard some incredible ragtime piano-playing down the hall. Peeking through the auditorium door, I watched with envy as fellow second-grader Anna Goodman (whom I married years later, and who co-wrote a handful of my songs) was laying down some badassed Scott Joplin, “Maple Leaf Rag.”

That, I thought, is what I want to do. Period.

A couple of years later, when I was nine years old, my uncle and my father unloaded a piano from his 1950s beat-up Ford pickup one night and plopped it into the hallway. But it was bedtime, and I’d have to wait until the morning to try this piano out. With a small white transistor FM radio hidden beneath my pillow, I took note of all the songs I’d be playing in the morning—some that I heard on the radio, and some that I’d been making up in my head. It was a long, exciting, sleepless night.

When my parents’ alarm went off the next morning, I ran straight to the hallway and began playing. Well, it wasn’t playing. I just mashed incoherent noise into the keyboard until it was time for the school bus.

But this should be simple! I thought to myself. The low notes on the left, graduating note by note to the high ones on the right. Easy . . . Right?

But no. It would be work to learn this damn instrument. Fine. I guess I knew that. I had poked around on these pianos before. I supposed I’d just gotten carried away and dreamed a little too big. Oh well. If I had to figure this instrument out one note at a time, that’s what I would do. It would suit my obsessive streak anyway. I knew that when I concentrated on something, I clung to it like a pit bull. I could work all day on something that held my interest.
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